






Laozi Benyi: A Political Philosophy 
for the Last Phase of Time
Abstract
A classic offers us a multitude of possibilities for interpretation. The Laozi (老子), some­
times also titled Dao	De	Jing (道德經), is no doubt one of the most influential and con­
troversial philosophical Chinese classics, and it has inspired numerous annotations and 
interpretations ever since pre-Qin times (221 B.C.–206 B.C.). This paper aims to analyse 
the interpretation and annotation of the Laozi by Wei Yuan, a scholar from the Qing dynasty 













from	his	famous	“practical”	works	Haiguo tuzhi	and	Huangchao jingshi wen­
bian,	his	historical	works,	such	as	Yuanshi xinbian (元史新編 New	Edition	of	
the	Official	History	of	the	Yuan	Dynasty)	and	Sheng wu ji (聖武記 Records	of	
Military	Achievements)	vastly	expanded	the	scholarly	interest	of	Qing	literati	
and	officials	into	the	realm	of	formerly,	to	a	large	extent,	neglected	frontiers.	












思想)”,	 In	Zhonghua wenshi luncong (中華











thought.	 Two	 years	 later,	 in	 1842,	 the	 first	 edition	 of	 the	 famous	Haiguo 






























on	his	country	 to	have	been	 recorded	 in	 the	Laozi benyi,	 even	 if	only	 in	a	
concealed	way,	since	it	was	first	and	foremost	the	interpretation	of	a	philo-
sophical	work.



















ing	of	 the	Laozi benyi	might	have	been	a	never	 finished	process.	As	 these	
records	which	are	used	by	Wang,	Xu	and	other	scholars	show,	the	major	part	





not	 yet	 finished:	 “Deng	Shouzhi	 of	Huaining	 in	his	Diary	 recorded:	when	




Wei	Yuan’s	 tenure	 of	 office	 in	Dongtai	was	 in	 1845,12	 therefore	 the	Laozi 
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aning of Laozi	 (魏源《老子本義》成書年
代質疑)”,	 In	Zhonghua wenshi luncong (中
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name	 was	 initially	 Shangxi(尚璽)	 and	 later	
was	changed	into	Chuanmi(傳密).
11
Li,	Borong	(李伯榮1983),	Wei Yuan shiyou ji 
(魏源師友記 Prosopographical of Wei Yuan 
and and Related Charaters),	Changsha:	Yue-
lu	Publishing	House,	p.	12.	Wuda	is	a	cousin	
of	Wei	Yuan,	please	see	also	the	same	page	of	











relation	between	 this	metaphysical	problem	and	 the	real	political	concern	 ,	
for	instance	what	if	an	emperor	who	is	supposed	to	be	holding	the	true	Way	






































Therefore	 in	 this	way,	 the	 truth	 is	concealed.	This	gives	rise	 to	 the	follow-
ing	question:	how	 to	answer	criticism	on	Laozi’s	 teaching	by	 the	potential	
opponents	who	use	the	same	polemic	logic	as	the	one	abovementioned,	i.e.,	
that	the	“truth”	that	Laozi	teaches	is	in	fact	not	the	“truth”	either?	This	prob-
































inadequacy,	because	 in	 later	chapters,	he	repeatedly	 interprets	and	expands	
Laozi’s	concepts	of	“actionlessness	無為	wu wei”	and	“abandonment	of	sage-
ness	and	wisdom	絕聖棄智	jue sheng qi zhi”.	Wei	Yuan	argues	that:
“the	flaw	of	unlearned	people	is	rough	and	easy	to	be	amended,	but	the	flaw	of	learned	people	




















































to	 behave	 appropriately;	 on	 the	 other,	 from	a	metaphysical	 perspective,	 or	
from	the	height	of	the	Way,	they	negate	western	“diabolic	tricks	and	wicked	
craft	奇技淫巧	qiji yinqiao”	and	despise	knowledge	because	it	 is	not	to	be	
proud	 of	 to	 only	 hold	 technical	 superiority	 but	without	 ethical	 superiority.	
This,	however,	does	not	contradict	the	fact	that	from	a	practical	perspective,	
a	physical	 level,	 the	 advocate	 for	 learning	western	 technology	 ,	 namely	 to	
“learn	the	forte	of	barbarians	in	order	to	subdue	them	師夷長技以制夷”.20
2.2. Political philosophy: power and ideal












































periphery	of	China.	Nota bene	 the	 two	 important	concepts,	state	 (guo,	國)	
and	tianxia,	China	as	a	state	is	taken	for	granted	as	located	in	the	center	of	
the	political	and	cultural	world,	therefore,	a	vicarious	way	of	thinking	from	
the	 standpoint	 of	 the	 others	 can	 also	 be	 naturally	 employed.	This	 implicit	
hierarchical	narrative	had	to	be	reconsidered	because	of	the	unexpected	rise	
of	 the	unprecedentedly	powerful	center	outside	China,	 in	order	 to	 interpret	
contemporary	China’s	unfavorable	position	in	the	new	global	political	order.	
In	Wei	Yuan’s	interpretation	of	the	Laozi	from	a	holistic	perspective,	however,	






guo tuzhi	 and	 Sheng wu ji.	 He	 mentioned	
many	 times	 in	 these	 works	 about	 learning	
the	 techniques	 or	 forte	 from	 the	westerners,	
for	instance:	“…Men	should	be	sent	to	invite	
one	or	 two	chieftains	 from	America,	France	
and	 Portugal	 to	 the	 Cantonese	 Shipbuilding	
Bureau,	while	 selected	 smart	 craftsmen	 and	
picked	 troops	 pass	 on	 and	 learn	 their	 skills	
and	 technics,	 for	 instance,	 learning	 astrol-
ogy…	Thus,	 before	 long	 advanced	 technics	
from	 western	 sea	 will	 all	 become	 the	 ad-






of	 millions	 of	 gold	 bullions	 for	 rewarding	
those	barbarians	will	be	saved	for	purchasing	
western	 canons	 and	warships	 to	 be	 used	 in	
trainings	 of	water	 battles	 and	 fire(i.e.	 land)	
battles.	 This	 is	 to	 recruit	 foreign	 assistance	
into	 Chinese	 assistance,	 and	 covert	 foreign	
advanced	 techniques	 into	Chinese	advanced	
techniques.	 To	 make	 the	 country	 rich	 and	
its	 military	 force	 efficient	 depends	 on	 this	







Tianxia	 as	 a	 specific	 term	 in	 ancient	 China	
means	literally	“[all]	under	the	heaven”,	and	
the	common	translation	of	it	is	“world”.	But	
here	 I	 use	 the	 pinyin	 transcription	 instead	
of	 “world”,	 because	when	 this	 term	 is	 used	


























transcendental	being,	but	comes	 from	 the	authorization	of	 the	people.	One	












(人心	 lit.	 people’s	 heart)”:	 “Not	 to	 even	mention	 the	 ‘holy	 vessel	 (i.e.	 the	
epithet	of	political	power)’	under	heaven!	The	‘holy	vessel’	is	the	heavenly	
mandate	and	the	people’s	heart	which	come	and	go	unpredictably	and	human	








































































For	 this	 point,	 there	 are	 detailed	 discuss	 in	
Wang	Hui’s	(汪暉)	The Rise of Modern Chine-
se Thoughts (《現代中國思想的興起》)	.	 See	




















































losopher	 king,	 however,	 this	 ruler	 is	 not	 the	 Platonic	 active,	 morally	 and	
knowledgeably	superior	philosopher	king,	but	a	passive,	apparently	innocent	
philosopher	king,	whose	legitimacy	derives	from	the	willing	election	of	the	




















2.2.3. The ideal of governance
Another	issue	that	Wei	Yuan	has	to	deal	with	is	the	ideal	of	governance	,	or	
the	philosophical	problem	of	 the	 ideal	model	of	political	governance.	This	


































































































The	 principle	 of	 “actionlessness”,	 according	 to	 Wei	 Yuan,	 becomes	 a	
very	 abstract	 and	 dialectical	 concept	 which	 is	 neither	 inaction	 nor	 action:	
























tionlessness,	however,	 as	 already	mentioned,	 is	neither	 inaction	nor	 action,	
because	 inaction	 is	 a	 negatively	 actionless	 response	 to	 an	 event	which	has	































































































(179–141	BC),	 the	minimal	 tax	burden	and	rehabilitation	of	people’s	 lives	
































2.3. Dialectics of distinction: good, equality and noble
Discussion	on	good	and	evil,	right	and	wrong	is	one	of	the	core	problems	in	

















































































































































































































































forward	 defense	 of	 the	 theoretically	 and	morally	 higher	 position	 of	China	















































at	 all.	After	 human	 differentiation	 solidifies	 and	 values	 natural	 differences	






abandon	extremity	 ,extravagance	and	excessiveness	does	not	mean	 to	abandon	normality;	 to	
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Laozi Benyi: politička filozofija za posljednju fazu vremena
Sažetak
Klasik nam nudi mnoštvo mogućnosti za interpretaciju. Laozi (老子), ponekad zvan Dao	De	
Jing (道德經), bez sumnje je jedan od najutjecajnijih i najkontroverznijih kineskih filozofskih 
klasika, te je inspirirao brojne komentare i tumačenja još od vremena prije Qin dinastije (221.–
206. pr. Kr.) Ovaj članak nastoji analizirati komentar i tumačenje Laozia od strane Wei Yuana, 





Laozi benyi: politische Philosophie für die letzte Phase der Zeit
Zusammenfassung
Der Klassiker bietet uns eine Vielfalt an Interpretationsmöglichkeiten. Laozi (老子), manchmal 
auch Daodejing (道德經) betitelt, ist zweifellos einer der einflussreichsten und umstrittensten 
chinesischen philosophischen Klassiker, und hat zahlreiche Anmerkungen und Interpretationen 
noch seit der Vor-Qin-Zeit (Qin-Dynastie.: 221 v. Chr. – 206 v. Chr.) inspiriert. Dieser Artikel 
setzt sich zum Ziel, Wei Yuans (ein Gelehrter aus der Zeit der Qing-Dynastie, 1644–1911) Inter­
pretation von und Anmerkung über Laozi abzuhandeln, die ungefähr zweitausend Jahre nach 





Laozi Benyi: une philosophie politique pour la dernière phase du temps
Résumé
Un classique nous offre une multitude de possibilités pour l’interprétation. Laozi (老子), connu 
également sous le nom de Dao De Jing, est sans aucuns doutes l’un des philosophes classiques 
chinois les plus influents et controversés qui a inspiré un nombre important de commentaires 
et d’interprétations avant la dynastie Qin (221–206 av. J.-C). Cette article tente d’analyser le 
commentaire et l’interprétation de Laozi par Wei Yuana, étudiant durant la période de la dynas­
tie Qing (1664–1911), écrit pratiquement deux mille ans après le texte original.
Mots-clés
Wei	Yuan, Laozi,	 politique,	vérité,	discours,	pouvoir,	État,	 idéal	de	gouvernement,	différenciation,	
distinction.
63
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